
A Critique by Horace Walpole
Author(s): Clark S. Northup
Source: The Modern Language Review, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Jul., 1911), pp. 387-389
Published by: Modern Humanities Research Association
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3712722 .

Accessed: 25/06/2014 08:24

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

Modern Humanities Research Association is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access
to The Modern Language Review.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 62.122.77.83 on Wed, 25 Jun 2014 08:24:37 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=mhra
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3712722?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Miscellaneous Notes 

A CRITIQUE BY HORACE WALPOLE. 

In one of his letters to Mason (22 March 1796)1, Walpole is 
unusually savage against a certain 'trumpery prosaic poetaster' named 
Knight, whom he dubs 'the Knight of the Brazen Milk-Pot,' who had 
attempted 'to re-establish the superannuated atheism of Lucretius,' by 
means of an 'insolent and self-conceited poem.' The person referred 
to is Richard Payne Knight, the well-known numismatist and collector. 
Mitford's note on this passage begins: 

Mr Knight. This 'new, insolent, and self-conceited poem,' is The Landscape, 
a Didactic Poem, in three Books, addressed to Uvedale Price, Esq., by R. P. 
Knight, 4to.' Walpole's anger was excited by the disparagement shown in this 
new School of Landscape Gardening, advocated by Mr Knight and Mr Price, of his 
friend, Mr Brown, of whose abilities he thought, and justly, very highly, etc. 

Cunningham merely follows Mitford. Mrs Toynbee is less confident; 
her brief note is: 

Probably The Landscape, a Didactic Poem, of which a second edition appeared 
in 1795. 

All three editors, however, are in error. It is true that Walpole, 
in his third paragraph, refers to The Landscape, in which Knight 'has 

given an ugly clumsy Etruscan brass milkpot as a model of the line of 
beauty.' But the poem which here chiefly aroused the aged Walpole's 
wrath was The Progress of Civil Society. A Didactic Poem in Six 
Books. London. Printed by W. Bulmer and Co. for G. Nicol. 1796. 
4to. It is a poem of some three thousand two hundred lines, in heroic 

couplets, based on the fifth book of Lucretius beginning with line 923; 
the author also acknowledges indebtedness to Pope, whose Essay on 
Man obviously formed a model. It is divided into six books, with the 

following titles: I. Of Hunting. II. Of Pasturage. III. Of Agri- 
culture. IV. Of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce. V. Of Climate 
and Soil. VI. Of Government and Conquest. The whole performance 
was harmless and insipid, and might have been speedily forgotten had 
it not been for 'the liberties he has taken with our late great and 

respectable friend'-not Mr Brown, as Mitford supposed, but Thomas 

Gray. 

1 Letters of Horace Walpole, ed. Toynbee, No. 2996, xv, 397 ff. 
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Miscellaneous Notes 

The passage dealing with Gray is found in Book III, 11. 395-426, 
and begins thus: 

See, of Reviews and Baviads in despite, 
Each month new swarms of Baviuses write; 
While Lloyd's light laugh, and Johnson's growl could lay, 
In dumb repose, the genius of a Gray! 

Too timid bard! by feelings nice oppress'd, 
He shrunk abash'd from envy's paltry jest; 
And, with fastidious modesty, resign'd 
To learned trifles all his mighty mind. 

By 'Lloyd's light laugh,' Knight of course meant the Odes to 

Obscurity and Oblivion which Robert Lloyd and George Colman 

perpetrated at a meeting of the Nonsense Club (they were published 
in 1760), and which certainly did not disturb Gray much. But to 
what extent Johnson's growl helped to lay Gray's genius 'in dumb 

repose,' is not by any means so clear. Everybody knows what opinion 
each had of the other; but what evidence is there that Gray was aware 
of Johnson's opinion and was influenced by it ? 

One would also like to know who was the near relation and intimate 
friend of Walpole who had such admiration for Knight; but this is not 
an important question and its solution must wait for the present. 

In his second paragraph Walpole speaks of Knight's 'presuming to 

pronounce [Lucretius] the best of the Roman poets, just as he allots 
the same rank to Sheridan over Gray and our first Bards.' The passage 
to which he refers occurs in a note on page 120: 

It is a melancholy reflection, that though Great Britain has been more fertile in 
poetical genius, during the present age, than at any preceding period of her history, 
no important work has been produced. Johnson, Goldsmith, Churchill, Gray, and 
Chatterton, were all, in a great measure, lost to the Muses for want of proper 
encouragement; and a still greater genius, who is now living, has sacrificed poetry 
to politics; in which, whatever parties prevail, or whatever abilities he may display, 
he will have the mortification to find, that the cringing servility of a drudge in office 
is a more effective recommendation to places of power and emolument, than all the 
splendours of the sublimest eloquence. 

This passage, it may be remarked, would indicate that although 
Knight may not have been a poet, he is entitled to be counted among 
the prophets. Incidentally his confusion of poetry and drama may be 
noted; Sheridan wrote very little verse. 

Contemporary opinion of Knight, which may or may not have 
influenced Walpole, is indicated by the following quotation from 

Literary Memoirs of Living Aulthors of Great Britain, London, 1798, 
i, 345: 
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Miscellaneous Notes 389 

The proficiency of this gentleman in classical knowledge and polite literature 
are such, as to entitle him to a very respectable estimation in the republic of 
letters; but we are sorry to add that he is the author of a book, which has been 
justly called one of the most unbecoming and indecent treatises which ever dis- 
graced the pen of a man who would be thought a scholar and a philosopher. We 
refer to his first publication, viz. a Disquisition, in quarto, on the Worship of 
Priapus, with plates, printed in 1786, and never published, but liberally distributed, 
etc. 

Knight defends himself against the charge of immorality in the 

preface to The Progress of Civil Society. See also Warwick Wroth's 
remarks in The Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. Knight. 

CLARK S. NORTHUP. 

LONDON. 
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